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A different kind of doctor 
For Warren Kinghorn, theological study 
meant putting medical school on hold 
A few years from now, when Warren Kinghorn begins 
practicing medicine, he's going to have something 
that wi l l  make him a very different kind of doctor. 
On his office wall will be a diploma from Harvard, 
one of the world's most prestigious medical schools. 
And while that alone will be sufficient testament 
for most of his patients, it won't be what sets Kinghorn 
apart. The sign of his distinctiveness will be nearby, 
most likely in a matching frame: a Master of 
Theological Studies degree, Class of 2002, from 
Duke Divin ity School .  
It's just a piece o f  paper, o f  course, but it 
represents a rare and remarkable detour from medical 
education at Harvard, a side journey that Kinghorn 
says wi l l  forever shape his life as a physician. 
"Having a background in theology will allow me 
to be present to my patients, particularly my Christian 
patients, in a way that most doctors are afraid to be," 
says Kinghorn, who returns to Harvard this fall for 
his fourth and final year of medical school. "When 
I decided to do this, my goal wasn't to formulate 
some kind of syncretism between medicine and 
religion or to learn how to be an 'alternative' healer. 
I was mostly interested in studying how to practice 
medicine in a theologically responsible way." 
A Baptist from Greenvi l le, Kinghorn entered 
medical school in the fall of 1 997, following his 
graduation from Furman. At Harvard, he became 
increasingly interested in medical ethics and the 
relationship between medicine and religion. During 
his second year, he took a class on spirituality and 
healing under Herbert Benson, the noted Harvard 
physician and author of The Relaxation Response. 
Weekly lecturers ranged from eminent Harvard 
clin icians to a Lakota Sioux healer to a Pentecostal 
theologian. 
" I  was struck by how much more engaging the 
religious leaders were than the clinicians," Kinghorn 
recalls. "They had a way to stand back and critique 
medicine. The physicians weren't interested in 
critiquing medicine . . . .  They viewed spirituality as 
a practice of the individual to be used by the physician 
in the treatment of the patient. I thought it was an 
incredibly impoverished view of spiritual ity." 
When he realized that the demands of medical 
school made serious theological study impractical , 
he decided to take a leave. Duke quickly rose to 
the top of his list of theology schools. It didn't hurt 
that he had a brother (Mark, a 1 999 Furman graduate) 
in Duke Law School and a girlfriend (Susan Clayton 
'99, now his wife) back home in South Carolina. 
But what really drew him to Duke was the 
school's reputation. 
Kinghorn says that at Duke, he "learned to think 
critically about how medicine forms us as doctors 
and patients and about the danger of trusting 
in medicine as a potential savior. " 
"I knew they had a program in theology and 
medicine," said Kinghorn, "and were just starting the 
Institute on Care at the End of Life and the Health 
and Nursing Min istries Program ."  
Directed by Keith Meador, professor of  the 
practice of pastoral theology and medicine and a 
cl inical professor of psychiatry in the medical school, 
the Theology and Medicine Program explores the 
intersection between medicine and religion. 
His two years at Duke Divinity School have given 
Kinghorn the ability to think theologically and 
phi losophically about the work physicians do, and to 
name the issues and problems they face in medical 
practice. It's a ski l l ,  he says, that he simply could 
not get in medical school, which trains students in 
basic science and clin ical decision making. 
"This has given me the opportunity to learn the 
language of theology," says Kinghorn. "I have no 
pretensions that I will be as proficient in the language 
as a Ph .D.,  but Duke has given me a wonderfully 
rich vocabulary to take back to clinical practice." 
As powerful in its own way as the latest medical 
technology, this new vocabulary will complement the 
remainder of his training as a physician. 
"I'm committed to the highest standard of 
competence in medicine, but my theological education 
is going to support and strengthen that commitment," 
he says, adding that his professors and experiences 
at Duke "taught me that health, though a wonderful 
good, is not the highest good. Other goods transcend 
it. And Duke has made me aware that the physician's 
duty to patients is not just contractual, but covenantal." 
- Bob Wells 
This article is reprinted with permission from the 
spring 2002 issue of Divinity magazine, published 
by Duke University Divinity School. 
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